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Chapter 1




August 1896

New York City




Tavi would dearly have loved to slam the heavy oaken door of her family’s Fifth Avenue brownstone, then run up the stairs and slam the door of her bedroom as well. Instead, she stood calmly, refraining from fidgeting with the buttons on her gloves, while the butler closed the door with an unhurried and elegant movement.

“I trust your evening has been agreeable, miss,” Hornaday said as she handed over her wrap.

“Of course,” Tavi said, lying pleasantly. “Just a bit of a headache. My mother will be back soon. Is anyone else at home?”

“Mr. Sewell is at his club,” Hornaday said. “Master August is in the library.”

“Thank you, Hornaday.”

The butler nodded and withdrew, leaving her in the cool stillness of the front hall. Outside, the late summer streets of New York still sweltered in the evening, the stench of sunbaked garbage seeping into the well-swept avenues where the Four Hundred made their homes. Inside the brownstone, the air was sweetly scented by large vases of pale pink tea roses.

Tavi peeled off her gloves and flexed her fingers. All the trouble she’d gone through to convince her mother to return to the city from Newport before the summer season was entirely over, and the dratted Lord Brackley had followed her! No doubt her mother had told him they were leaving and had been the instrument for his sudden appearance at Mrs. Paxton’s as well.

She caught sight of her scowling face in the large gilt-framed mirror at the base of the stairs. She was also mangling the delicate kid gloves. She smoothed them with her fingers. There was no one to see, however, so she bared her teeth and growled at herself in the mirror. She would have liked to growl at her mother, or the earl, but such things weren’t done.

The doorbell rang. Tavi straightened quickly. She’d barely been home five minutes—surely her mother hadn’t followed her so quickly! She wanted to be in bed and feigning sleep before her mother returned. She’d been depending on Mrs. Paxton to keep her mother occupied for at least half an hour, possibly longer.

Or had Lord Brackley come after her to continue their conversation? The very last thing she wanted was a private interview with the man. Should she run up the stairs to her room? Whoever it was would probably spot her flight. She moved down the hall toward the library before Hornaday reappeared to answer the bell.

As she approached, however, a loud burst of laughter indicated that her brother wasn’t alone. Of course, he would be taking advantage of their parents’ absence to entertain his own friends.

She could picture the scene in the library: men lounging on the leather chairs or leaning against the imported marble fireplace, while her brother passed out their father’s French cognac and Havana cigars. She sniffed the air for the incriminating smell of tobacco.

Behind her, she heard Hornaday greeting someone with stiff formality. Not her mother. She’d have to go into the library now. Better to intrude on her brother than to be confronted by the Earl of Brackley, and better to be surrounded by American men she was acquainted with than alone with an Englishman who made her skin crawl.

Still, she hesitated to push open the doors. Her mother might be annoyed by Augie making free of the library to entertain his friends, but she’d be properly scandalized to think of her unmarried daughter entering a room with so many men, even if in the company of her brother.

At her back, a man cleared his throat. Tavi turned around hastily. Her heartbeat jumped to a higher tempo even as she saw it wasn’t Lord Brackley, but one of Augie’s friends. Her brother had spent his college years rowing and continued the habit in the city at the Naiad Rowing Club, which meant his social circle was almost exclusively made up of men like the one in front of her: tall and well-muscled, with skin tanned by long hours on the water. This one was Mr. Clifton, part of the Whitford College Crew with whom her brother had won so many races between 1886 and 1890.

Since she’d been traveling in Europe for much of the last year, it had been eighteen months, if not two years, since she’d seen any of the oarsmen. She’d forgotten how strikingly masculine they could be and for a moment she merely stared at him. The muscles of his legs and shoulders pulled his suit tight, for all that it was well cut to the form of his body. She’d seen the crews at races; she knew that beneath the layers of coat, vest, shirt, and undershirt, his body would be as sculpted as any of the classical statues she’d seen in Italy. He wasn’t as tall as Michelangelo’s David, but she was certain that his naked body wouldn’t look out of place on a plinth in Florence.

He said nothing as she looked up at him, merely raised one eyebrow. He couldn’t know the outrageous image of him she’d formed in her mind, but no doubt he thought he’d caught her listening at the door. Which was exactly what she’d been doing.

Tavi knew she was blushing, but suddenly she was angry again. She’d already left one evening entertainment because of the interfering earl, and this was her home. She was tired of changing her own plans on account of others. She wasn’t going to be chased off just because her brother had filled the library with great hulking oarsmen. She looked boldly back at him and raised an eyebrow of her own.

“Good evening, Mr. Clifton,” she said. Maybe she had been listening at the door, just a little bit, but it was hardly better manners to sneak up on a lady.

“Miss Sewell,” he said, nodding. Was that a ghost of a smile on his lips? He set one large hand on the carved wood paneling and pushed open the door. “After you.”

Five pairs of eyes turned toward her as she entered the room, and her brother frowned at her. “Hullo, Tavi,” he said. “I thought you were with Mother.” He peered behind her, obviously hoping not to see their maternal parent following her in. “Is that Clif?”

“I’ve just come from the office,” Mr. Clifton said. Tavi glanced at him, but he didn’t accuse her of loitering and eavesdropping. Instead, he moved past the other men to stand a little apart, near the window.

“Mother’s still with Mrs. Paxton,” she said. “Discussing business for the Ladies’ Committee.” She looked around at the assembled men, who looked back at her with unalloyed curiosity. “What are you doing?”

“We’re planning for the Venetian Fête,” Augie said.

“1896 is the year we’ll have better decorations than those Endeavor bigmouths,” said a man sitting in one of the overstuffed chairs in front of the unlit fireplace.

“Isn’t it late to be planning?” Tavi asked. “I thought it was always at the beginning of September.” The previous year, she’d missed the parade of barges and launches from the boat clubs. She’d been with her mother in the original Venice, visiting one of the innumerable churches that were required stops for a European tour. Or perhaps they’d been in Milan. Either way, she would much rather attend the informal dancing held in the boathouses along the Harlem River than receive a lecture on what Mr. Ruskin thought about the coloring of St. Mark’s Basilica. She’d been polished raw in Europe, and now she never wanted to leave New York again.

“The first Saturday in September,” confirmed another man.

“You’re invited, of course,” her brother said. “Bring your friends.”

“So you don’t have to dance with your sister?” Tavi returned.

“I’ll dance with you,” offered the man in the chair. Augie glared at him, and Tavi rolled her eyes.

“I’m sure I can’t fill up my dance card two weeks in advance,” she said. “But I shall certainly entertain your invitation in September.” This provoked a round of good-natured chuckling from the others, and the one who’d asked her to dance colored with embarrassment.

“You fancy yourself such a ladies’ man, Daniel,” said Mr. Clifton, “and yet you haven’t even offered the lady a seat.”

All the chairs were instantly vacated. Even Augie stood grudgingly. Tavi took her brother’s seat.

“That’s mine,” her brother said when she reached for his cognac glass.

“Oh, please,” Tavi said.

“You won’t like it,” he warned.

“Don’t tell me what I want.” She resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him and lifted the snifter instead. The vapor of alcohol tickled her nose as she drank. Flavor burst in her mouth, sudden as a firecracker, and she could feel the trail of heat all the way down to her belly. It was a larger swallow than she’d intended; her eyes watered, but she managed to smother a cough. She looked over at the window and found Mr. Clifton watching her. She met his gaze, and it sent a shiver over her skin. Perhaps it was the cognac. She looked away.

“What are your ideas for decorating your barge?” she asked. “Perhaps I can help think of something.”

“We're going to do Charon, crossing the River Styx.”

“What? We are not. We're going to be Cleopatra's barge.”

“We don't have a Cleopatra. Unless”—Daniel turned to Tavi—“you'd care to?”

“No, thank you,” Tavi said. “I'd rather watch from shore.” The fit her mother would have if she learned Tavi was sitting here, drinking cognac in the warm, leather-scented air of the library with half a dozen young men, would be a mere hiccup next to her reaction to her daughter parading before the whole city in costume as the adulterous Egyptian queen. Nor did the idea of spending a cool September evening half-dressed on a barge appeal.

“Washington crossing the Delaware, then,” suggested another man.

“We can't do that. The Passaic barge did Washington two years back.”

They rejected slaves in the trireme as too obvious and too confusing but began arguing about whether it would be possible to create the appearance of the three banks of oars without actually having triple tiers of oarsmen in the barge. Tavi listened and took a second, more careful, sip of cognac.

“Have you thought of anything?”

Mr. Clifton had left his place by the window to stand beside her. Either he was quiet on his feet for a big man, or the other oarsmen were being uncommonly loud. But she was less peevish than when she’d arrived home, so she considered his query. What other well-known, recognizable watercraft could she think of?

“Perhaps…” she said. “But it may be too far-fetched.”

“Far-fetched or not,” he said, “surely you can see that we’re in need of a fresh contribution on the topic.”

The half-light of the lamps emphasized the strong line of his jaw, but she couldn’t see enough of his face to tell if he was making a joke at the expense of his crewmates or not. He was, as far as she could recall, generally a straight-faced and taciturn fellow.

“Well,” she said, “you might set yourselves up as the Nautilus. Like in Jules Verne’s story.” She’d read her brother’s copy of the novel when he’d gone away to college, and thrilled to the descriptions of the undersea world. Why couldn’t she have made a Grand Tour to the South Pole rather than to Europe?

“The submarine?” asked Mr. Clifton. “From 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea?”

Tavi nodded. “You’d need a metal plating,” she said. “I know it’s not very practical. It would probably be too heavy. I’m sure you’ll come up with something else.”

“The barge is already a heavy boat,” said one of the other men, abandoning the trireme argument.

“It doesn’t have to be the barge itself that’s decorated. It could be a shell towed behind the barge. I think you’ve given us a wonderful idea, Miss Sewell,” Mr. Clifton said and smiled at her. The warm glow of the lamps illuminated the lines the expression made around his eyes. Tavi’s heart gave an extra ba-bump in her breast. He was no Greco-Roman statue: he was living flesh.

She felt flushed, more than could be attributed to a few sips of cognac. No wonder he smiled so rarely; it was a powerful weapon. He would have women, and perhaps even a few men, falling at his feet if he unleashed it more often. “Augie,” he continued, “did you hear your sister’s idea?”

“What, Cleopatra?” asked her insufferable, inattentive brother.

“The Nautilus,” Mr. Clifton corrected.

All of the men looked at her as she repeated her suggestion. Their attention, combined with the intoxication of cognac and Mr. Clifton’s smile, suffused her with pleasant warmth. She’d entirely forgotten about the earlier part of her evening when her brother suddenly broke off to say, “Good evening, Mother.”








Chapter 2




Miss Sewell thrust the cognac glass she’d been holding into Clif’s hand, but from the narrowed look of Mrs. Sewell’s eyes, her daughter’s transgressions had already been seen and cataloged. “It’s been pleasant talking with you,” Miss Sewell said, standing quickly. “But I find the hour has grown rather late.”

“Goodnight, Tavi,” Augie said. He came over to drop a quick kiss on her cheek, and Clif heard him whisper, “Good luck,” into her ear.

“I’ll speak with you later, August,” Mrs. Sewell said, looking around the room. The young men who stood head and shoulders above her were suddenly transformed into naughty little boys with downcast eyes. Clif barely stopped himself from trying to hide the cognac behind his back.

Miss Sewell’s face still showed the snapping defiance he’d seen when he’d surprised her outside of the library, but she followed her mother meekly enough. The men nodded or bowed as the two women passed. Mrs. Sewell barely acknowledged them. At the door, her daughter glanced back over her shoulder. Her eyes met Clif’s, and he raised the glass to her in a silent salute. Then her mother’s hand cupped over her elbow and propelled her forward. The heavy doors closed, and the two women were gone.

The men stayed frozen where they were, glancing at each other’s faces. Then Augie swore, not entirely under his breath, and the spell was broken. Walter laughed. Daniel and Kip joined in while Isidore shook his head. “Oof,” he said. “I thought we were done for.”

“It was close enough,” Augie said. “But she’ll be focused on Octavia.”

“And not notice that we’re drinking the expensive cognac?” Daniel asked slyly.

Clif looked down at the snifter. Miss Sewell had gone, but an awareness of her presence remained with him. The delicate crystal was warm in his hands, holding the heat of her touch. There was a slight impression of carmine red on the rim, a ghost of Miss Sewell’s mouth. He should give the snifter back to Augie, who would miss it in a moment. Instead, he looked at the mark of her lip salve. Her lips had touched the glass, just here.

But he had no business thinking about Miss Sewell’s mouth. Clif handed the glass back to Augie. “I believe this was yours.”

“Yes,” Augie said, with a roll of his eyes. “Be grateful you haven’t any sisters of your own, Clif.”

“I haven’t any cognac of my own, either,” Clif pointed out.

Walter plucked a fresh glass from the sideboard. “I can pour,” he said, suiting action to words. “We don’t want you to go dry in your final months with us.”

“There is still liquor available in Boston,” Clif said as he took the glass. “Though certainly there are more adherents to temperance than in New York, Reverend Parkhurst and Commissioner Roosevelt notwithstanding.”

“Boston is still full of Puritans,” Walter said. “You should stay in New York.”

“I’ll be here through the end of the year,” Clif said. “But I’ve only ever been in New York temporarily. Business and family call.” He nodded to Walter. “You know how it is.” Just as Clif worked for his uncle’s insurance firm, Walter was nominally employed by his father’s investment business. “You’ll all have to do more business in Massachusetts.”

“Perhaps so,” Walter said.

“Anyway,” Augie said, “let’s focus on the business at hand while you’re here. Do we really want to take Octavia’s idea?”

If he had a sister, Clif thought, he’d be more appreciative of her than Augie was of Miss Sewell. “I think it’s a fine idea,” he said. “Why not use it? I can’t recall ever seeing the Nautilus at any of the fêtes.”

“I think we should do Odysseus tied to the mast,” Augie said.

“Who wants to be tied to the mast?” Clif asked. “We don’t even have a mast.”

“We don’t have a submarine, either.”

“It wouldn’t do much good to have a submarine parade unless the viewers were submerged as well. We just need to make it look like a submarine vessel.”

They began to work out the other details, but Clif could only half-focus on the conversation. He was wondering about Octavia Sewell, what had drawn her to the library, and what conversation she might be having with her mother. It was too bad that the older woman had come to collect her. He had been enjoying watching Miss Sewell, sitting in the large chair and surrounded by the men, like a queen holding court.

His mind returned again to the look she’d given him outside the library doors. He’d surprised her, really and truly caught her off guard. A young woman of polite society with her wits about her didn’t give a man the sort of look he’d seen on her face when she’d first turned around.

It had been the brash, appraising look a man might give a woman whose favors he intended to pay for. A look that made a man stand up straighter, roll his shoulders back and puff up his chest as if he were a soldier on parade. A look that had made him hurry to open the door and usher her into the library and a larger company, before he thought too much about what it meant. Now it was the only thing he could think about.

No young woman of his acquaintance in Boston would give a man that sort of look, but neither would they be likely to escape the chaperonage of their mothers for an evening as Miss Sewell had apparently done.

When the cat’s away, he thought, sipping his cognac, the mice will play. She’d been bold, walking into the room full of men. And then she had continued in the same vein, joining in their conversation and drinking her brother’s cognac. She’d been pushing up against the boundaries of propriety right up to the moment her mother had appeared.

Intriguing though she might be, it would be better to set aside any thoughts of Miss Sewell. As he’d already pointed out to Walter, this was his last season with the Naiad Rowing Club and his last Venetian Fête in New York. The last letter from Uncle Charles had been very clear: Clif had done well enough at the New York office, but now it was time for him to go home to Boston. Hadn’t the family overlooked his straying to Whitford in Connecticut when the Cliftons had always been Harvard men? His return to the bosom of his family was expected, along with the listing of his marriage in the Boston Evening Transcript, the raising of his sons in Back Bay, their attendance at Phillips Exeter, and the next generation’s Harvard education. Clif was certain that a list of Misses Cabot or Coolidge, Shattuck or Shaw, had been prepared for him. His mother would tell him about each acceptable daughter, and none of them would ever have caused their parents the sort of trouble that Octavia Sewell seemed capable of. 

“Hey,” said Walter, waving a hand in front of Clif’s face. “You’ve left the office, haven’t you? Quit reviewing actuarial tables in your head and tell us if you can borrow a diving suit somewhere.”

“I suppose I could,” Clif said, pushing the distracting thoughts of Miss Sewell aside. “Yes, one of the inspectors I know might lend us his. For a deposit.”








Chapter 3




“What were you thinking?” Mrs. Sewell asked in an urgent undertone as she pulled Tavi down the hall and away from the library. “A future countess does not drink brandy.”

“Mother!” Tavi said sharply, then paused to take a deep breath. She wouldn’t get anywhere if she sounded like a petulant child. “I am not a future countess.”

Her mother was unmoved. “Nor shall you be, if this is how you choose to spend your evenings. Thank heavens Lord Brackley was not here to see you acting so rashly.”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Tavi said. She considered adding, “next time I’ll confine myself to parfait-amour,” but decided on, “I wanted to read a little before I went to sleep. I didn’t realize Augie was in the library with his friends until I was already there, and then it seemed rude to leave too quickly.”

“You should have gone straight up to your room and asked Una for a cold cloth for your head. How is your headache? Did you take a tonic?”

“A little better, I think,” Tavi said. She didn’t need a tonic. She needed a month away from her mother, her perpetual instructions on how Tavi was supposed to act, and her insistent belief that her daughter’s marriage into European aristocracy was the best way to propel herself into the heights of New York society. Mrs. Vanderbilt, after all, had married her daughter to the Duke of Marlboro the previous year. Why shouldn’t Mrs. Sewell match her own offspring with an earl?

“And you shouldn’t push yourself forward in your brother’s society,” Mrs. Sewell said. “I’m certain the men’s conversation is nothing you should be interested in.”

Tavi wasn’t sure what her mother would consider worse: if the men had been discussing amorous conquests in front of her, or if Tavi had joined in a conversation on politics. Neither scandalous situation had occurred, however. “They were mainly concerned with the Venetian Fête.”

“Oh, the Fête! Yes,” Mrs. Sewell said. “We must make sure that Lord Brackley has been invited.”

“I’m sure Augie will invite him if you ask,” Tavi said, hoping for just the opposite, but glad to provide a distraction from the topic of her indiscreet behavior. Her mother began to consider aloud the possible ways in which the event could throw her eligible daughter in the path of the English earl. The possibility of marrying her daughter into aristocracy had been a favorite ideal of hers for many years. Under its influence, Mrs. Sewell had convinced her husband to turn down the first marriage proposal Tavi had received and to fund an extensive European tour for mother and daughter.

When she’d stepped onto the steamer for their Atlantic crossing the previous year, Tavi had been full of regret for the wedding she wasn’t going to have with Ethan Shipley. During her time in Europe, however, her feelings about marriage had passed from regret to indifference to outright antipathy. Her mother had arranged every aspect of their time in Italy, France, and England, from the time they took their tea to the type of lace edging on Tavi’s Parisian-made lingerie.

The appearance of the Earl of Brackley—unmarried and seeking an American wife in society at Newport—had been an answer to Mrs. Sewell’s fervent wishes. He might not be a duke, but he was titled and English, which was preferable to obscure continental nobility. The Sewell family had Italian marble, Greek statuary, French linens, Dutch paintings—an English earl would be just the thing to round out the collection. For Mrs. Sewell, it would be a social coup. For Tavi, it would be the transfer of decision-making power from her mother to a husband.

“You must go to bed,” Mrs. Sewell said, having led her recalcitrant daughter upstairs to her bedroom. “I’ll have some warm milk sent up for you, and a tonic. Tomorrow we’ll discuss what you will wear for the Venetian Fête.”

There was no point in arguing that she didn’t want warm milk and nerve tonic. Tavi nodded and kissed her mother goodnight. In her room, she sat down in her favorite chair by the window and realized that she had left her gloves in the library. Fortunately, her mother had been so taken up with her other objections that she hadn’t noticed. Her mother was excellent at overlooking certain things. If she weren’t so focused on the getting of a title, Tavi thought, she might stop to think about the actual reasons Lord Brackley was looking for a wife. 

According to gossip, the earl needed two things: a pile of money to pay off his debts, and a male heir to prevent his title from eventually passing to a cousin with whom he was feuding. Octavia had a dowry to answer the first requirement, but she had seen the time the earl spent at the card tables during social events. There was every indication that his debts would continue to accrue after marriage, and he had a crumbling estate in England that would require funds. Why should Tavi be sold to such a man, merely to satisfy her mother's conceit?

As for the getting of an heir… Tavi shuddered to think about that necessity of marriage.

It wasn’t that she had any objection to a child. Her closest friend, Caro, had recently been blessed with a tiny daughter so sweet and beautiful that it made Tavi's heart squeeze just to think of holding the little darling. Lord Brackley’s children would not be sweet. There was something about his manner, beyond his weak chin and receding hairline, that made her skin crawl. Every time she was in conversation with him, the only thing she could think of was escape. Marriage was not high on her agenda; marriage to the Earl of Brackley was something she wanted actively to avoid.

Her maid appeared, carrying a glass of milk, a plate of toast, and a small green bottle on a tray.

“Thank you, Una,” Tavi told the girl. “You can set it on the side table.”

“Is there anything else you’ll be wanting, miss?”

She wanted a grownup nightcap of cognac, not a child’s drink of warm milk. If she made that request to Una, however, it would likely be reported to the housekeeper. Mrs. Weldon would speak with her mother, and she’d be in trouble all over again. “No, thank you.”

Una left, and Tavi stared glumly at the gently steaming milk. Milk and toast. She stood and opened the window, took the glass, and, leaning out to avoid splashing the wall, poured the milk into the hedge below. The nerve tonic followed. Then she crumbled the toast and threw it out as well. Let the birds and the rats eat it. She put the empty dishes back on the tray and threw herself into the chair again.

Augie and his friends were probably still downstairs. She could creep out and rejoin them. They’d be surprised, but they wouldn’t tell on her, Tavi thought. She could imagine the grins on their faces when they realized she had defied her mother to come back to their conversation.

Except for her brother. Even in her mind’s eye, she couldn’t make him smile at the repeated interruption of his little sister into his circle of friends. Even if the other young men didn’t object, he’d send her back to bed himself.

Tavi shifted her thoughts to Mr. Clifton and his warm smile instead. He’d raised a glass to her on her way out. He wouldn’t mind if she came back, and he might smile at her again. His smile was warm and inviting, not at all like the calculating way in which Lord Brackley looked at her.

A thought came unbidden into her mind: Mr. Clifton’s children wouldn't have weak chins.

No, his children would be as adorable as he was handsome. A child of Mr. Clifton’s would look at her gravely, never cry unless it had something very important to cry about, and smile like an angel when it was pleased.

Tavi giggled to herself. If her mother knew the turn her daughter's thoughts had taken! Then she had an idea more scandalous, more shocking, more deliciously wicked than any she had ever thought of before.

She sat up straight in her chair and considered. Perhaps it was just the cognac? No, she hadn't had more than three swallows, really. Far less than the amount of sherry she and Caro had had on the night before her best friend's wedding. They had been quite maudlin, and she didn't feel maudlin now. She felt very clear-headed.

It all made perfect sense. If she were to fall pregnant, then Brackley couldn’t possibly want to marry her. No one would want to marry her, in fact. Her mother would be horrified. Perhaps she would even disown her daughter, and then Tavi could take her own money and live just as she pleased.

She rose and rang for Una to help her undress. She didn’t need to sneak back to the library now. Augie received a directory from Whitford every year, and it would list Mr. Clifton’s office and home addresses. It wouldn’t be hard to find him. All she had to do was convince him to go along with her plan.








Chapter 4




Clif was elbow deep in a filing cabinet when his secretary put his head in the door. “Mr. Clifton? A Miss Jones to see you.”

Clif straightened and pushed the drawer closed. It made a click that would have been more satisfying if he'd found the paperwork he wanted first. He had taken over the New York office of the Boston Marine Insurance Company two years ago, and he was still sorting out the inconsistencies left by his predecessor. Even with a secretary and two clerks to help, things still went awry, and he had no wish to leave things out of order for the underwriter who would take his place.

“Did she say what her business was?” A woman with a marine insurance claim was unusual, but not unheard of. A captain might have left a wife or daughter behind. He steeled himself to offer appropriate sympathies to a newly orphaned young woman. Hopefully, her father had kept his payments up to date, and the papers would be easy to find.

“She didn't specify, sir. She only said she needed to speak with you.”

“Show her in then, Harrison,” Clif said. He frowned at the filing cabinet, a massive oaken affair that took up the entire western wall of his office. When he turned toward his desk, Harrison hadn’t moved from the doorway. “What is it?”

“Your shirt sleeves,” his secretary said pointedly. “She looks a proper, well-to-do lady.”

Proper, well-to-do ladies did not combine well with late August heat waves. Clif sighed and rolled his sleeves down. Only when Clif had refastened his cuffs and retrieved the jacket he’d slung over a chair did Harrison step out of the room.

When his secretary returned with the visitor, however, Clif was glad for the man’s insistence on decorum. “Miss Jones, sir,” Harrison said, ushering her inside. She wore a walking ensemble in deep wine red, embellished with cream lace and embroidery. The jacket fastened at her waist with three oversized buttons and opened in a layered collar that perfectly framed her bosom. The effect was striking, but not enough to distract him from recognizing the face beneath her matching feathered hat.

“How may I assist you today, Miss…Jones?” he asked.

Octavia Sewell flushed at the pause he gave the appellation. Had she really thought he wouldn’t recognize her? Even if the memory of her eyes appraising his body hadn’t been haunting him for the last thirty-six hours, she was undoubtedly related to Augie. Oh, their coloring was different—her brother was golden-haired and tanned by the sun, where she had dark curls and the slightest dusting of freckles that she’d tried to powder over—but they shared a number of traits. Brown eyes that swept a room, picking out the most important details in an instant, an aristocratically straight nose, and full lips, unremarkable on her brother but unforgettable on a woman. Clif certainly hadn’t been able to forget them.

She did not speak, but merely continued to look at him with pinkened cheeks. Clif realized simultaneously that he was staring and that he was on the verge of reaching out to brush her lower lip with his thumb. No wonder she was blushing. He stepped backward. “Please sit down,” he said. He leaned back against his desk, setting his hands on the edge to keep them occupied. “Do you have a matter of marine insurance to address?” he asked. She’d recently returned from a European tour, hadn’t she? Perhaps she had some question about transatlantic crossings.

“No,” she said, “not exactly.” She swept her skirts beneath her and perched on the edge of the chair, looking down at her lap. Now he couldn’t see her face. Her hands toyed restlessly with the beaded purse she carried and the colored glass glinted in the afternoon sun.

“Have you thought of something else we might add to the Nautilus?” he asked, though she could have easily made a suggestion to her brother.

She shook her head again. He wished she would look up. He wanted to see her face, to catch her unguarded expression again.

“Some message from Augie?” They’d both been out on the river with the rest of the Naiad Rowing Club that morning, and Augie could have asked him anything that was on his mind. Clif was grasping at straws.

“No,” she said again. “He doesn’t know I’m here.”

“Then what is it?”

She stood, clutching the little purse to her body. “It’s nothing. Really. I was mistaken; I shouldn’t have come. I apologize for taking your time.” She backed away.

“Now, wait a minute,” Clif said. Two long strides put him between her and the open door. He glanced out, but Harrison was shuffling through a box of files. She still wouldn’t look at him. He reached out and tilted her chin up so she would have to meet his gaze. Her eyes opened wide at his touch, and her lips parted slightly. “Are you in some sort of trouble?”

“Not yet,” she said. The words were under her breath, but they were near enough to each other that he would have heard the slightest whisper.

“Not yet?”

For a moment, she merely looked up at him. She was just the right size to tuck her head beneath his chin. Something had pushed her off balance, and he wanted to hold her in his arms until she regained her equilibrium. He felt a tremor through her body and then she twisted away, leaving him with an outstretched hand cupping empty air.

“Thank you, Mr. Clifton,” she said. “I’m sorry to have troubled you.” She ducked her head and walked out the door in a swirl of skirts and lace before he could intercept her again.

In the antechamber, Harrison sprang forward to open the outer door. The sweeping curves of her body—gigot sleeves, slender waist and rounded hips—were briefly framed in the doorway. Then she was gone.

Clif returned to his desk, sat down, and leaned back in the chair to cross his long legs before him. What reason had brought her here, and what had prevented her from revealing it? He couldn’t recall that he’d ever had a conversation with her before the evening in the library, and that had hardly been more of a conversation than this abortive interaction. And yet, without words between them, he was almost certain something had sparked between them in that moment outside the library door. His masculine pride wanted to believe that she had sought him out specifically, but his rational mind forced him to admit that it was unlikely. They might have been introduced socially or exchanged greetings at regattas past, but they hardly knew one another. Even if she had come looking for him, it would be kindest not to encourage her interest. Boston was waiting for him.

His extreme puzzlement was interrupted by Harrison. “I’ve found the papers you wanted, sir.” He set the file on the desk, along with several others. “Were you able to help Miss Jones?”

“I'm not sure,” Clif said. “If she should return, please show her in directly, no matter what I'm working on.”




Chapter 5


Tavi stood in the foyer of the building until she felt the doorman’s curious eye lingering on her. She adjusted her hat and pushed out the doors to the street. It had all been very simple in her head. March into his office, explain what she wanted. What man could refuse such an offer? They need only meet the one time, and they would never speak of it after. She would have a child as lovable as Caro’s little Harriet, Lord Brackley would find a different bride, and her mother would not be able to force her into marriage with anyone.

Once she was confronted by W. Clifton, New York agent of the Boston Marine Insurance Company, however, she couldn't find the words. He was so very official, in his office with gilt lettering on the door and a secretary to guard the entrance. His appearance was equally professional, the only admission to the warm weather a single button undone at his throat. The white of his collar and cuffs contrasted with the sun-darkened skin at his throat and wrists. Suddenly she'd had an image of his strong hands undoing buttons: buttons on his shirt, buttons on her shirtwaist. It sent her heart to a prestissimo tempo that made it difficult to breathe, let alone to speak her scandalous proposal aloud.

She was still breathing quickly and walking much too fast for the August afternoon or for the appearance of a lady. Tavi forced herself to slow her steps before she was spotted by someone who might report back to her mother. “I saw your daughter, she seemed to be in a great hurry…”

She found a cab, but there was no reason to return home. She'd already made an excuse to her mother that would keep her away from home the whole afternoon, and a conversation about why she’d returned earlier would only fluster her more. Instead, she gave the direction to the home of Caroline Havilland and leaned back in the cushioned seat as the horse began to clip-clop along the paving stones. Talking things over with Caro always helped. If Caro had been along for the European tour, it might have been bearable, but instead her best friend had been home in New York adjusting to married life and motherhood, while Tavi had been trapped with her mother, and her mother’s travel itinerary. She still had thoughts about the tantalizing sign she’d seen in Paris for a Musée d'Anatomie, but of course her mother would never have agreed to visit such an exhibition any more than she had been willing to indulge Tavi’s request to see the time ball drop at the Royal Observatory in Greenwich. Anatomy and astronomy were only the first two entries on a long list of disciplines in which young ladies were not supposed to have any interest.

When Tavi arrived, Caroline Havilland, née Kemp, was in the nursery encouraging her infant daughter to crawl across the rug toward a silver-plated rattle.

“Do you see how strong she is?” Caro asked.

“She'll be wearing bloomers and riding a bicycle in no time,” Tavi said. “The newest New Woman.”

Baby Harriet drooled enthusiastically over her shiny prize, and Caro stroked her daughter’s meager hair fondly. “How are you, dearest?” she asked her friend.

Tavi set her purse on a table, out of reach of tiny hands, and knelt on the rug beside mother and child. “Ready for a change,” she said.

“Has Lord Brackley spoken with your father yet?” Caro asked with a knowing smile.

“No.” Tavi made a face. “I am holding out hope that he’ll go back to England and marry some English rose.”

“He’d be a good match,” Caro said.

“For my family, but not for me,” Tavi protested.

“He didn’t seem that bad.” Caro reached over to pull the rattle away and Harriet again began to pull herself toward it. “Perhaps you will grow to like him after you’re married.”

“You’ve only met him once or twice. The way he looks at me”—Tavi shook her head—“it makes me feel like a bit of escargot, about to be pulled out of my shell and eaten. That’s not how you feel with Richard, is it?”

“No,” Caro admitted. “Not really.” She moved the rattle just beyond Harriet’s reach again. “We won’t speak of Ethan Shipley, but what about Simon Selveridge? He was keen
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